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ABSTRACT 



concept 
about . 
lents* in- 



. ■ . . - . "\ ' ■ ^ ■ 

From about age four to age eleven, a child's 
Of ^word" develops from a laclc of conceptual differentiation, 
things and events to an awareness of words as v meaningful elei 
themselves. Piaget' s theory of cognitive development offers 'a % 
perspective f rom 'which this phenomenon can be evaluated* The 
preoperational and concrete operational stages have characteristics m 
that match the development of word concepts* In addition, children 
have a tacit awareness of language and print that they usq at a' 
subconscious level. There seems to be a development^ rom centering on 
a subjective system to centering on an' objective system at the tacit 
level of *_ language development. Tacit and conscious knowledge together 
interact as children .develop the idea of word as content and word as' 
form* As a child develops- teachers or parents can give assistance.. 
An illustrated "alphabet strip in the child's bedroom, dictated 
experience st.6r ies, ' labeling objects in the home, and categorizing 
gameoJ with' words are strategies that 4 help children 
wholesome concept of words. (TJ) ' 
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>rima v ry (&Jddren.^hink<; About WordVi '■ ^ '. - \ - 

I . ' Concepts rand Impll«atfi*ffs' \~ ' * , : , „ * i 

Assumptive teaching 1 is, m bugaboo that ye tenmnually ,stfuggi,e * 1 

, . , if; : v . j . »■ • 

ttf avoid* We. may inadverff^tjy assuma, however, that 'our pupils 



-/ • - - • 



possess a fair degree of * knowledge about certain .concepts -djarib&j^ijhfi' 

f\ r / . •' "V " ■' / \- ^ " ' 

eadlng instruct ion"*! -Etfen If. ism ^trm alert to:|8|^ \ 

pbssible differences between burs Ini*"our gupili 1 concepts * '^we yitTa^K^%' 

not be very sure about the, nature or these ^ftfertfnciS , p s ! N i. 

' , _ - | ■ ■ ■ ,. ; " .• f>: ; 

This problem is particularly^ru^-with regard to words . We * > 
often heavl a grateful sigh when we- believe tha?t we hav^ finally > % ' )\/>i W 
been able 00 direct our pupilsl attention pV&fitabl^ jjo w&rd structure ^ 
Because the; word is such a papular unit of analysis dnr. beginning* % ' 



reading instruction! it^segms imperative thafiVwV'£ry to ^iscoy^K t^el ; 
^na tifre of children's conceptual constructs about* ''wordnes^ 1 . / 
— With the foregoing in mind , I would like to 'address -fout basic 

' . ' 4 ■ ' ' ' .1: . . v ... 

arsas irv this pap^r. First, I shall briefly review'^ three' -lines of 1 



resear,G.tt *that have attempted to discover what in fact cjtiJ4 r ^ k 

conatia^ly" knqw about words, ^'Slcond, I would like- to^ re^laj^e the 

fiijd ing^i ot t%.se^ ti/dies to Piaget's theory of cognitive development. 

TfeSrd;, throifgh .an- 1 investigation of children's knowledgfe^of H corres- 

pondence rules" between print and speech, I hope to demionstrate the 

systematic but .largely tacit , or subconscious, way in wHich children^ 

- " - ■ ■ • = . 1 , . 

conceptualize word structure, j Finally , I shall attempt' ftp pull as, 

many of ' the .theoretical and practical threads together in an attempt 

to discuss- wnat we as teachers Jean and cannot do in facilitating ■ 

children^ learning about wordsi - 




pfe of /Word i .Representative Research 




Downing* (i47o/ 1974) Investigated young children's . ability, ict 
iden t f'fy whtethlgfr' rpr not different verbal and nonnverbal stimuli are 

' J , i . \ ' • • . * 

perceived as wi&msV.* He notes that the terms ''word 11 and "sound 11 aire 
r^thtfr pdorly/undeigftood by 5 year-olds* and that up unti4 about 
/years bf v age children tend to confuse- phrases and sentences -with 

/? spoken VoifcJs . Interestingly, children between the ages of 5k to*6%. 

, <-}\ J , 

Wm > \ .tend' to /exclude/ longer words from their concept of what constitutes 

' *j " •■ " ■ / 

J' 1 **- a r pollen wore 

•;.^ ; -/ V / 

, - * " / Downing cites Vernon's (1957) reference to ,the' "cognitive 

confusion/* with which the child often approaches k the task of learning 
to read//'' He "suggests that an important phase- -tW cognitive phase-- 
//-■ is often neglected early on in school, This is the phase in /which 
the learner acquires the basic concepts about reading and the know- 
ledge of what kinds of stimuli to .attend' to , As an example of the 
chiid- f f ^cognitive confusfon 11 Downing characterizes the young child's 
"gcoping for meaning" of the term "word. J'- ■ For such a child, the most 
; obylous segment that might correspond to wbrd is a "chunk of meaning" 
(1970,, p.'Xll). "Fish and chilis 91 , for exar 
a word as >ilk." 

Studies reported by Francis (1973) supbort the belief that 

children do seem to experience the sort of Vcognit ive confusion 1 ', to 
$ 1 .' 

which Downing refers. This confusion, however, is not due* so much 
to any .inability to understand the abstract conceptual na ture of the 
reading task, lather, it is- due W an un familiarity with what 



pie s might just as well be 



ERLC 



X 



Francis calls an analytical approach to language* Furthermore, the 
overlap of reference In using terms such as word , heading and letter 

also contributes to this confusion. Francis offers m valuable 

* ** . , • . v * 

insight into the nature^of the concept of word,/ and it is one to which 

we will return many times,. She^suggests that children s notions of 

* . . • . . .„ 1 ■ '. 

units Hn language—specifically words "-appear to arise f rom an 

analysis oi wgitten forms as the chil4tf en learn ttf.Jeid* ~* \- " 

Both Downing's and Francises research^ althougtj valuable find 

quite" illuminating^ possess a basic shortcoming * THat^is, while 

these studies ingeniously tap ^oung ehil'dren 1 !? ability to identify -y 

wordlike stimuli, they do not pose a meat Important question to* fch,e' 

children: what Is a word? A study by Papattdropoulou ana^^Sineiair 

(1974); asked precisely this, /as well as ottier fascinating qt ies tious , ■ N 

0 . * • , * \ *' 

For phis reasorts Fapandropoulou and*5inclair's study wil'L be< examined 

t' : . ,\' "'i / 

a bit more closely* * • • 

As Papandropoulou and Sinclair express it, they sought to 

''obtain some insight in t*he different ways the cognitively developing 

child elaborates a conception of .the .representational * system we qs 9 tl ^ 

language 1 ' (1974, p, 248), They perceive a gradually developing 

concept, of wordnels in which words become Attached from the ob Wct£ 

and the events tb which they refer* Qnty much lat&f in cognitive 7 

development do words become regarded as f, nieaningful elements inside 

a systematic frame of- linguistic reference, " or, -in other wordSj 

elements in a grammatical system, A&\k 'result of interviews r 

involving over 100 children between the* ages of 4 ai^ 11, the \ /V 



' .invest iga tors identify four le/eW o£ yhat they term "metalinguistic 
dwareness This awareness identified as the ability to think / 
about language (words) as fh object of Mudy s 

* / At the fir g f level dE metalinguistic awarWess (ages 4-5), 
there is* a lack of- conceptual differentiation between words on the* 

dne hand and things and /Events on the other* A "strawberry" is a 

.■ * > •. '/ i* . - . * 

word, for example, because it "grows in the garden," "Pencil" is a 
word "because It whites." * When asked: to say a "short" word, one 
child res pond ed/with "primrose--because ., l^t is small." A response 
to the requ0s t for a- "long" word was "train—because it has p Ipt of 
cattf") another response was "a boy running * running, running as fast 

- 7 

/as ha^can," t Responses to requests for "difficult" words included 



yk tooth- -because it falls out"; "rad^io-Tnobody tfjiplained it to me"; 

■ ■ ■ ' . * , ^ - ' ( •' \ • ^ V 

"to put away your toys . " Wh^n asked to -invent a" word, one child 

replied "a fish te a bowl without water;," As ^e can see, then, words 

at this level are inextricably entwined with > the objects and the 

events that they, refer to* Words do not have any kind of conceptual 

independence for 4« to 5-year-old children. / 

At the second level of "metalinguistic awareness" (5-7 years), 

tords begin to have certain properties of their own, These properties 

are distinct from the .properties q£ the objects and the events, to 

which the words refer. When children at this level think about words, 



they no longer think only of what is being talked about (wha 



t the^T 



axe referring to) but, of what is bein g said , According to Papandro.- 



poulou and Sinclair, this is the beginning of metalinguistic 



awareness , To the quaiilon "what ii a"word? n ^children reply that it 
is "what you use tft say' about something 11 or "what you use to name 



something, Only content ives f incidentally ( and hot function words , 

•■ v"" - ; \3*\ '"*:\ , / / ■ - i # ' > 

are identified ai woyds, The . is not ; 'a word because , as one child 

• •■ a. '* '. * • * 

expressed it f "you nfied something else- -the truck--no , you need two 
* things --the truck, we 1^1, it goes . r, V On the basis of this and similar 
types of responses, the investigators observe that it is necessary 
to ^have topic- an^d a comment « Only the union of * topic and comment 
cbhrtitujea a word. Other. ^camples of this union are evident In the 
folloA^ responses,, When asked to p^ppoJa a long word, a child 



replied, >v he goes away , and then he comes back. 11 Ihe same child's 

•.response " to a short word was "he goes away* 11 Other examples of , 

long .Words are "a cat that is taking a wajLk 11 and M a snake* that lives 
s -*v ' * . . ' • . 

v im the forest;, 11 In these cases Papandropouiou and Sinclair nbtfe that 

length depends not so much On the "object or event to which a word 



refers but rather in what is said about the object* Interestingly, 

: -* O . ' 

cjvlrld$en at this level begin to. refer to the substance of words in 

- 

tfcrms <s>£ letters . This concept is still in a 'bit of disarray, 

■ •( ' . „ ; , < 

JSfi'dWftvejr',, as is apparent in this child 1 s response : "words are Letters 

. \ u ■ " . ' * ! ■ 

•• <* - *< ^ * 

tbat* go together 11 ; "he 11 is not a word, though, "because there aren ' t 

/ til ' f* 

. .enough letters. 11 

At a third l£Vel (7-8 years of age) worcjs are "bits of a story," 

*"Chair" is a word, but "it doesn't tell a story, it doesn't ma^e a 
sentence. " Children at this level appear to conceptualize words as 
"elements of a^omplex entity," This entity carries a meaning and ) 



is built up of several words, Children givm examples ^ of ^/Ibng , and 
short words* based on length. The criteria, for length are number bf< 
letters or number of syllables. Any reference- to meaning i^Tmade J 
not Th terms of individual words but rather in *£etms ofVa ^^rger 
structure such as a sentence or a story. Ail words ate recognizea* 

.' * : .. : .. . '.' ■ " • ■ . \m ■ - ; -\c 

kB* words, whether they bi 'eontentives or function words i ^ y' % 
i the final level/ identified by Papand ropou lou and gtticlair . 

(8-10 years of age), words are conceptualized as 'meafrifrgfui^e laments 
in themselves, rather than In terms of theiV tole* in some l£rg6r - 
structure, as at the previous level, -In "addition, wofds ar : % concep- 
tualized as members of a grammatical system* A stirprfsing ^et r 
suggestive phenomenon emerges at this lave,!- -in defining a word, the 
children only rarely refer to hearing or sound ^ Most pf ten, they . 



describe the form of a word in terms of letters , - w . ' - t 

The investigations discussed here share certain underlying' 
commonalities/ First of all, children's concept of "wordness 11 
becomes increasingly differentiated with cognitive development, 
f Within the* span of approximately six years, children move from the 
■ idea that words are properties of ,the objects and, events to which .'■ 

they refer, to the realization that words are, in effect, arbitrary 

■ / ■ * # * ■■ 

conventions. Therefore, words can be conceptualized apart from their 

referents as member of a logical grammatical system* Second^ words 

become pared down, as it were, in terms of the length of the spoken 

utterance to which they correspond. Whereas words* correspond j 

initially to sentences or phrases, they eventually become limited to 



the length with which we, as atlult^are familiar- Third --here is the 
provocative asiirtion bneii again-^words may become conceptually 
distinct as i .consequence ,of children's interaction with visual - 
language . * ' ' 
* ■» 'Papandrppouiou and Sinclair perhaps express this /last point 



Bert wbfn they state that "the written word is in a sense a jgerma- 
nent result and, moreover, an Qbj active product of verbal activity 1 
(W?4, p. 257, emphasis, added). / ^ 

"4- A Theoretical Perspective^ • 

How might we best organise and tacfiount for the range of pheno- 
mena that Have emerged from the exploration of children's concepts 
of wordness? As in/ so many other areas of cognitive concerns, 
'Piaget's theory of cognitive development offers the most coherent 
perspective from which the phenomena can be evaluated, Downing 
(1970), in fact, notes that Plaget's theory suggp^ts that, at the 

- ■. ■: ■ * . -v ' ; 

conventional age for beginning to leirn to read, children cannot 

• . '■ ' r , "' ' 

deal; with the abstract ideas reflected in both the task and the . v 
terminology of reading. This fact, together with the well-attested 
egocentricity of the child at tfiis age, "is hardly, conducive to a 
spontaneous* understanding of the purposes of the written form of 
language 11 . (1970, p. »X11). '* ^ ' / 

The. children with whom *wa are , concerned in this paper — prijnary- 

■ y \ '■ - -.. : ■ 

agp pupils being/ readied for or being involved in formal rerfding 

instruction- -fall iftfeo^ two Piag'etian stages of cognit ive development ; 



preoperational (2 through 6 gears of age) and concrete opera tiona,! 

: . • . • ' . . \ "\ • < V ' ■ f , 

"(7. through 11 years of age)- I would like to make a quick overview 

, y 

of: a few characteristics of teach of these levels before feeing fipw 

the concept of wordness fits into them, 

■* ' • ■ '-'^ .\\ * - 

The preoperational child is perceptual If governed, He or she 

, ; " ■ ' ■-■"■^ 4 • . : : 

is attuned to the features of what^yer* stimuli are being observed at./."£ 

a certain time. The con^Rfe* operational child, on the other hand, 

is more conceptually oriented. He or she is freed from the here~and<- 



now perception and can mentally play wi,th thoughts such as "what 
might happen if?" *ln addition, the concrete operational child can 
transform objects and events in a variety of ways without actually 
having to perceive these^transfbrmati^ir^in the immediate present, 
freoperational children are sensitive ta states of things in the 

inmiediate present, They* do not understand £ r a ns f o r ma t i o n s from ^cie 

. , , 4' ". . - ' 

state to another. For example, in the classic Piagetian experiment 

* i ' .- 

involving water that is poured froth a short, fat beaker info a tall, 

' " . . . . 7 

thin beaker, tfc^pl?eo^erationai child is able to perceive only the ■ 

" ' ' ? - v ■ . 

'state of the*water prior to and after the pouring. The transformation 

'. ' • .;, $ 

the pouring- -is ignored, being rather bri^f anyway and, though not 

... \ 

necessarily forgotten, is unavailable for later perception- The ' 
preoperational child cannot break away from the notion that, although 

we are still talking about the same water, in the first case there * 

/ * : ; '.. ■ ; . ' ■ * ■ - 

appears to be less water because it is in an apparently smaller 

container. In the latterucase, there appears to be more 'Water because 

it is In an apparently larger container. On the cither hand, the 

concrete operational child is able to' suspend judgment based on 



pereeptipA. of states f so that- the effect of ' transfprrtations is 

7;, perceived appearances at^| 



included. In Flavell's terms (1977), jm 



superceded by Inferred reality. In effect*,,, although* the concrete 
operational child's perceptions are relating one type of information, 
he' or she Is able to transcend the immediate ^stimulus and infer the 
actual condition. This ability suggests another ;ini^brtant Piagetian 
concept : the concrete operational child is able tq decanter atten- 
tion from one salient feature of a stimulus to consider simultaneously 
several featural attributes, The preoperational child ii unable to 
do this** His or her perceptual apparatuses lock into one type of 
information and the child einnot be freed from that one aspect of 

: , ■ - • :> ... ' 

the stimulus* * * . .■■ 

There is yet another Piagetian concept with which, we must deal, 
then we will be ready to consider words within this framework* /The 
concrete operational child understands .reversibility* If an object 
is transformed/ it can usually be, returned to its former state. The 
concrete operational child can effect this reversible operation in 
Jiis or her head* Tfie preoperational child cannot do this, When 
something is changed in form, it cannot be mentally changed to return 

to its former state. } . ' " * * . 

y ^ 

Of course* children do not pass from one Piagetian stage to the 
next in the saml* fashion that one moves from one room into another* - 
Rather* they often pause ,? in the doorway, 11 where aspects of both 
rooms might be apparent* One of the most challenging tasks for 
primary grade * teachers is to, identify those children who are In the 

- i; 



• '•■ : . : • < . " k ' '. V • ■ ' 

doorway, the eoneefcfeuai iophUtieatlon d£ these children will vary 
depending on the particular learning activity In which they are 
'engaged. * Such is the case with word knowledge,* . , * 

At the preoperational stage, then, children "ate indeed ego- 
centric* THey tend to define the world in, terms of perceived features 

; . ; ■ ■ ■ . . . . - . - ; . v 7;v ;v/ - ' ■> 

aa these featured relate to the children^ own subjective world. 
Being unable to be M objeetive n in any adult sense: of the" term* they 
cannot pull back frqm the immediate present and ref lect on matters* -r 
This -is the case with iariguage—evenNrnore so f perhaps, Languaga is 
not obleetifled in the envirorffient for the child. It is something 
that is automatic and a part of the child's subjective self* It Is 
always inextricably bound up within every activity and is a part of 
that ^activity. It is never tf out there" in .the sense tha-t the child 
can look at it, and gradually begin to differentiate himself or - . 
herseljf from it. ' 

If we recall Chat the Level Two children in Papandropoulou and 

Sinclair's study (those between the ages of '5 and 7) are in various 

• ■ • • ■ •• " ■ . _ » - ,- = ■ / . 

degrees^ of transition between preoperational and] concrete operational 

* : . ' *'".-' • ' i « 

thought, we can begin to understand how these children's conceptual i- 
zatlori of words Is rather fragile and paptial, Tor these children, 
there As still a close correspondence between "what is being- 8 said 

■ • .,■■.'■=;'*' 

and what is being talked about — not yet a 'formal, generalized 

• ' •• . ■■ ■ .. • ' : * 

reflection on words as suchl 1 (Papandtopouldu and Sinclair, 1974, p*' 

249), Conceptually, these children are lingering in the doorway. 

They can, to a degree, "think about what they just said M (p. 246), 



but the notion of linguistic units^-'in this ^ase words — is quite 

unclear* ^ ' -_ - , • ' • - 

Notably, ii) Papandropoulou and Sinclair's study^and in Downing f s 

studies , children within this age range (5-7) begin to incorporate 

letters into their jbtflnClng about words. This is the first type of 

' ' ; ■ ■■ ' .= . _- ^ , ■ 

word segmentation that begins to impinge oa children's conscious 

reflection. We can see the beginnings Of the db jeetif ieation of 

language through print * Visual language i0 t?he perceptual here-and- . 
■ -/ ' ■ ' : ' ' ■ - . ■ . f ' ■ . ' ■ 

now^,that allows, attention to la6%uage as, an object of study. Print 

■lis a state - to which the children can p e r c e p t u a 1 i y % * k 1 1 e * t is not 

• - ■ 7' " ; - * ■ ■ ■ , .• ' ■• . . ' -u ' ■ 

as trans itcAT^an affair as , is speech* In Frandis f ' te$ins , these 

/\ •■ » * ■ .\ i -*5s^f ; * - ■- * , "-. ■- • 

children ar^ not able to approach language a nal y t ic a ,1 ly_ * - ..Through 
learning to reaeify however, they arp^equired ; ^tfc» .attend to units and 
subdivisions* - As Francis states , the conscious ability to., note 
features of words is a function of attending to visual language; 

Toward a n U nderstanding of Children's Tacit Knowledge of Words 

At this point t we might be tempted to endorse Vy got sky's observe- 
tion^ made over forty years ago, [that "the development^ of psychological 
foundations for instruction* . .unfolds in a continuous interaction 
with the contributions of instruction * 1 (1962, p* 101), Before jumping 
to, specific (and perhaps simplistic) suggestions for teaching, however, 
I would like first to consider the other side of the knowledge coin-* 
the child's tacit awarenMs of language and print, - 



Recently, cognitive psychologists have emphasized the investiga- 
tion of "tacit" knowledge --knowledge that humans are able to use at 



■ : . '•, ' \ 12 . 

■ 

a subconscious level (Weimer and Palermo, 1974), The prevailing 
attitude is that this type of knowledge is at least as important as 
conscious knowledge in determining the global aspects of cognitive 
functioning. For those of us concerned with what goes on when 
children learn, the issue of tacit knowledge is just now beginning 
to achieve well-warranted attention. By extending our analysis of, , 
how children actually think to include tacit knowledge, we are . 
shedding a qualitatively brighter light on what we can hope to 
accomplish in the classroom* 

Long before t!he transition to concrete Operational thought 
occurs, the preoperational child may be said to have internalized 
a highly sophisticated system of language- -he or she has practical 
knowledge of language, the "how-to 11 of communication. This knowledge, 
however, is largely tacit , How might the child at this stage, then, !. 
subconscious conceptualise the relationship between print and speech? 
Recent research investigating the "invented spellings" of young \ ' 
children (Read, 1975; Henderson and Beers, 1976) suggests that \ 
children tacitly categorize speech sounds in a highly systematic | s 
fashion for the purposes of writing, • Read has suggested, in fact, . 1 
that children tacitly abstract the principle of spelling, They do 
not need to be explicitly taught the idea of the encoding system by. 
which speech is represented through print* * ■ ■ * 

A couple of examples are in order, In an initial study by Read 
(1971), .data were obtained from children who did not know how to 
read, but who did know the names of the letters of the alphabet* 



Armed with this minimal knowledge, the children are observed uniform 
to construct a fascinating system of mapping speech to print, At 
first, children seem to be sensitive to consonants in their spelling 
and they omit the vowels, For example, s it might be spelled et , 
Shortly thereafter, the vowel is included, but It may not be what 

adults, with the benefit of their knowledge of the spelling system 

f _ ' ■'• ■ ■ ■ 

of English, might expect. The child might write cet , Still later, 

we might see set and, finally, sit . Why the odd choice of e to 
represent the sound of short xl Read suggests that such a represen- 
tation is based on certain phonetic features that are common to 
both short i^, the sound that the child wishes to represent, and 
long £, the sound represented by the letter e . 

Recall that the young speller knows only^the names of the 
letters of the alphabet. When confronted with a sound such as the 
short i in gjtt f the child does not know a letter whose name 
represents that sound. The child does know the names of the long 
vowels , however, and thus represents^the short i with a letter whose 
n name ff is closest to the short i_ judging by point of articulation , 
Long e seems to fit the bill quite nicely, In addition, the child 
may recognize the similar acoustic properties of these two sounds. 

Consider another example, , Suppose the child wishes to spell 
stake (as in tomato stake; we won f t worry about the homophony 
between stake and steak at this point)* Again, as with sit, the 
initial spelling would probably have the vowel omitted, and the 
child would write s,tk. Later, the vowel would be included, but 



this time the child's choice is not so complex (from our adult perspec- 
tive s at least) m was the case with Sit , The vowel in stake seems 
rather straightforward; it is a long vowel, and there is a letter 



whose name represents the sound the child wishes to spell* Thus, the 
child writes * state. Something strange, however , happsns a little later 
on, Thi/s may be attributable to the child's sensiti/ity toward the 
nature of English spelling during early instruction Ln reading. The 



child learns the spelling of short vowels* (This is 
example, at which sit might be spelled correctly,) 3 
to the previously correct spelling of long a in stakt 



by the child , , and, stake is now spelled stek . In effe 



the point , for ht 
ut what happens 
? It is discarded 
et, the child is 



endeavoring to establish a 'fact of the spelling system that says that, 

i i' 

■ I * 

for purposes of spelling, short and long vowels are related in terms 

of point of articulation , This is precisely what happened when the 

child earlier tried to spell short i with the letter je„- In this * 

second case, the child has learned that the letter e is used to 

t 

represent short e, and, correctly spells short ©with the letter e^ 
Long a, however, is close judging by point of articulation to shore £, 
so the letter e is now used to represent long a as well. It is a 
powerful impetus on the" part of the child that strlvefe toward a 
systematic structure in a spelling system. This effort to establi 
an order In the spelling system occurs at the expense 
a previously correct spelling strategy. What seems to be going on 
here? 

It should be noted, of course, that the child eventually sort* 

J 



of overthrow Lng 
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through these' strategies and comes up with the correct representation 
of short and long vowels. Interestingly enough, however., this 
resolution does not seem to occur until the child has passed through 
the various degrees of transition from preoperational to concrete 
operational thought, and has both feet rathe/ firmly planted in the 
concrete operational stage (Zutell, 1975)-/ Prior to this resolution, 
the various intriguing spelling errors /the children make evidence a 



fascinating interaction between th^iy natural contribution to the 

system of sound-spelling correspondences <and the structure inherent . ( 

/ '/ ■ * ' ■ * 

in the actual spelling systep o|? English- We smm the ehxjd ^entering 
first on a subjective and the/ ph an H ob jectiue* 1 sysfiejn primarily at 
a tacit level* * / 



/ 



Conscious and Taci^'W^ : A Tentat^e Synthesis 

We can now try'tp gather together the threads of tacit (sub- 
conscious) and conscious ^no^ledge in an effort to characterise some 

> 7 / / . t * J 

important aspects of wotd knowledge in primary-grade children, sj - 
We see an/interesting interaction between the children's idea 



of word as content and word as form . The content aspect involves 

the child/ s conscious reflection on the notion of "wqrd" as label for 

// ' / 

thing o/ action. The Idea of form reflects the child's gradual 
attention to'the maker up of a word- -and much of th^ research in this 
atkaf suggests that, for young children, the make-up is letters , not 
Sounds , /; . - * 

f •■ 

The very aspect that we have often assumed, and which Downing 
las assumed, is most difficult for children to master-- the notion 



/ 



/■ . 



that print represents speech" (in our thinking., a more 'Jabstract'V 
notion)--is not in fact so difficult for children to gmsp^ Moreover, 
print actually serves to facilitate children | concepts of words as 
spoken entities* Print introduces -children to 'the concept of 4 segmenta- 
tion' in language; putting language !, out there" to be lookedVat and 

studied, * f 

It is also apparent that, armed with a knowledge of letter names, 
children 'tacitly abstract the principle of spelling, that U , ■ * 
mapping of sound to print* And the fact j^'at they quite f lAiturally 
seem to represent more than one sound with the same letter demon- 

. • — ^ ^ * s 

itrates that they do not tacitly expect the writing ,, eod<e n to reflect 
a one sound -one letter foundation, They are tacitly developing an 
awareness that print represents speech, ye t* they cannot consciously 
reflect on this, because speech itself is riot yet an object of 
reflection. The sepnentation of print for purposes ^ writing is 
not accompanied by a corresponding segmentation of speech, Spaces 
in the children's writing are most often, at the early stages,, 
arbitrary. The child's attempts to establish a written M code f! for 
speech do not at first reflect a sensitivity to the actual ortho- 
graphic structure, or spelling, of words, "The criteria are s ubjective!; 

i 

imposed, so much so that later on, as we have seen, the child over- 
throws a well-established principle— the fairly correct spelling of 
long vowels — for an n incorrect M spelling in terms of 'actual English 
spelling, but one that is considered correct judging by the child f s 

\ ... , i 

criteria. \ . 



-Once young children lopk at words, what do they^see? * The ' 

• V • \ / 

preoperational chi id , recall, is "stimulus bound' 1 ; he or" she "centers 11 

■ / 4 
on the graphic array^/ but not on the sound* The- relationship between 

/ ^ 

sound and print cit . Jhese children ^sre attending to 

• . ,/ ■ . . , ■ " • ■ 

visual s t a t g s th e here-and-now* If^ children are prematurely 
inundated ^ith_ins trtict Ion that emphasises parts of written words 7 that 
corres^bnd to, pafits - of spoken words, confusion will probably result,, 
The 4hild does ^ot have, the conscious .knowledge 'that the printed word 
is aft i n t e r na 1 . s t ru c t u r e that is ordered and rule-governed. Only 

by, belftg ^Continually exposed to printed words and by attending to 

% ■ ■ v .: . . ■ 

tht&r c^JIfenents will t|ye child eventually learn to differentiate 

■ ■ * * * 

word structure* This differentiation "involves , for example, under- 
standing and manipulating beginning Consonants s consonant b 1| 
and vowel phonogram patterns . ,"■ 

" Once children are attending to word structure , it is difficult 
for them £o understand tr a n s f o rmatlons of words s \ A good example of 
this can be seen in pur familiar "word family" games, The preopera- 
tional child , or the child in transition from preoperational to 
concrete operational, can attend to the words cat s fat , and imat^ but 
cannot grasp the principle of consonant .substitution, The .child is 
attuned to the perceptual here-and-now, to the. state of the words* 
Despite a teachers best efforts, he of she cannot directly teach 
these children to infer an aspect of the reality of word structure , 
The children cannot infer that we can hold parts of words constant 



L^nds , 



while t^ansfofming other parts"this is a, more gbs_t_rac t^ p r i nc 1 p 1 e , 
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Closely aligned* with the child's inattention to trans format ions 
is the phenomenon of irreverslb i lity t In a consonant substitution 
exercise, for example, the preoperational child cannot "undo" the 

switch from cat to hat«in effect," he or sHe is asking the teacher, 

— * . , c ^ . >(i 

-'"what's the point?' 1 Each word is a jjyifce. E&veh state can be learned 
as a globa^i whole, bit cannot s be transformed or altered. When we * 
ask < children to filter word structure, we ar# asking them simultan- 
eously to manipulate a sound . .and a graphip pattern. This demands a 
conceptual rather than a perceptual task. The preoperational chi/d, 
©nd the child in the transition from preoperational thought to 
Concrete operational thought , simply cannot cons cf pus ly handle such 
an operation, „ , ' * , < =W * 

Children are tacitly able to do what they ^iil* need to do 

*\ " ■' ' i - 1 " r" 

consciously latetr on. In the case of words-/' they tare able to repre- 

_ . " - " =■ » p a „■ , - / . 

sent aegmtents of the speech stream with : letters V'-a3 the research in 
invented spellings has indicated, ' At this time* \ however , they are 
not consciously able to segment words phonemically . This may .seemv 
a bit paradoxical, but if we look at language as a whole, the 
phenomenon is not quite so puzzling. Children Ifearn a langua^jeSjith 
no conscious awareness of whatever rules they ace using;' the 
conscious analysis will come later. It certainly appears that they 
approach 'written language in much the same fashion--if allowed to do 



so. • '/£ 

. \.!f 



Oft 
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, _ .... . , 

Implications : Back to the Environment 

■* : * i -( 

I have pointed out what children cannot ' do with regard to word 

.■ \ 
study- What can they do, and what can we do to assist them through 

the transition stage to the point at which they can deal with words 

simultaneously at different Revels? First of all, it would'be well 

to consider where the 'children are cognitive ly coming from* In- 

, / . ' 

other wp^rds, we do ntft want to fall prey [to the notion that "preopera- 
" ■ *""'*»■ 

Clonal" is bad and that getting into "concrete operations" is good. 

In this regard, we should do well to consider Flavell'i admonition 

against believing that preoperational thinking is "a cognitive 

malady from which the child gradually recovers with the advent of 

concrete operations' 1 (1977, p* 98), Actually, the quality of the 

child's environment is crucial at the preoperational level, as it is 

at mvdty level * 

Tacit knowledge precedes conscious knowledge, just as eomprehen- 
sion precedes production, so we need to surround the preoperational 
child with printed stimuli that can generate tacit assumptions* For 
example, an illustrated alphabet strip in the child's bedroom is< as 
good ah idea as one in the classroom. Similarly, labeling objects 
in the home provides lots of raw data* Preoperational children need 

■» '* . _ 

to play with visual language on their own, subjective terms. We 
simply provide the raw data for them, and direct the inattention to 
it- . . ' 

The preoperational child is capable of assembling quite a sight 

v 

vocabulary but is not capable of conscious internal analysis of 
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individual words. In the transitional stage, his 6t her concept of 

"word" is moving to include the graphic form. Papandropoulou and 

Sinclair Indicate, however, that^^o^ds 11 *will still be considered as 

bits of a larger, meaning f u 1 yh o 1 e . So we should allow for consider- 

able exposure to them in a meanlft^ful context. Dictated experience 

stories, for example, are an exeej. lent means by which this can occur. 

We should not assume that a sight [vocabulary and the concept of 

reading will come abou.tr; as a result of "sound and letter" workbook ; 

exercises--this only scrambles the necessary input of raw data. It 

is a pedagogical irony thit thos^ children who have riot passed from; -r 

preoperational to concrete operational thought—and thus are ^unable 

to^etlect on their .Own objectified language^are continually exposed 

x ~- -. ^ \ \ . . , < 

to instruction predicated upon just this type of reflection, 

■ t 

Furthermore, the children are r x echanneled through similar types of 
activities when the initial instruction does not take hold* 

While a good sight Vocabulary is being, developed, the preopera- 
tional phi Id can play with link letters, for example, as well as 
write the letters (if he or she is able to do so) , -No "rules" from 
us, yet. We must remember thafe the children are coping on their 
own terms* We can periodically and informally assess the child's 

"level* o ^conceptual understanding about words . We can begin' in ; 

* * * , * ■ * '■ ■ . . . ■ *■ ' * - * - * 

earnest with analytical phonics instruction when the children are 
ready, and ^not before. That is,' we, will deal with the whole 'word 
and move inward* 



s Once children are at the concrete operational level, they of ten t 
* seem to "fixate 11 upon a concept of print as always corresponding in 
some one-to-one fashion to speech. 1 have a hunch this may be a 
direct consequence of instruction* We noy know tliat English spelling 
provides information, not only about sound, but about syntactic and 
semantic features ^as well. "Many children, however, do not move 
beyond a preoccupation with the aspect' of sound. By encouraging} # 
condrete opera^ofial^ahHdren to play categorizing games with words, 
just as they would categorize objects, we assist. them to come to -the 
realization that words are not conceptualized in reading as mere 
reflections of sound. Rather, the children can realize that words 
have a fascinating structure in themselves, , 
A From an instructional standpoint, 1 have offered few earth- 
shaking suggestions, apart from an appeal for restraint in bringing 
on word analysis in a formal instructional setting, We cannot hurry 
children along^ to a wholesome concept about words and to a bulging 
sight vocabulary, We^ can , however, provide the right atmosphere ? 
the excitement , and the motivation for a curiosity about print. We 
should not be hesitant about surrounding children with print. 
Contrary to Downing 1 s suggestion (1970), it may not Be so difficult 
for children to understand the purpose of written language. Rather, 
the difficulty seems to re&ide in a prematlire formal analysis of 
the units of language that relies heavily upon sound . 



Summary , | 
Children should not be expected to achieve an, adult conceptuali- 
zation of wordness during* the\ first year or two of instruction, As 
Papandropoulou and Sinclair suggest, the coneept of wordness continues 
to expand throughout the first years of scftool^ and there is evidence 

■ ! . . '. ',.»''« ',' ' • ' ! '- ■ •- * 

to suggest that the concept continues to. grow well into adolescence 

. " ■ ' ■ .. • ,\- . '- 5 ' : " '*- tr * . ' . ! ■ i 

'(Templeton , 1977). Awareness of "wordness 11 seems to be better 

fa'ellitated b^ Attention to visual language than to spoken language. 

From the pedagogical perspective, a qualitatively richer concept 
■ ■ * ■ '* . ' , v . • ,• 

of wtff d structure can be nurtured by a "faeilitative" environment, I 

a^ologiEe for employing %n admittedly overworked educational term* 

but if we have learned anything over the years it has been that 

children do not uniformly learn on a one-f or-one , stimulus -response 

* , * i ' . 

basis* Individually j they 'set up the rules for concept formation, 

* ■ f it ■ 

The environment that allows :£pr this type of - 1 earning ought to be 

'"• # . -. „ , 

our objective* " , 

I have addressed just a few as*pects that need to be considered, 

in investigating young children's .knowledge about words 4 , 1 believe 3 

however, tt\at the important factor--an unhurried s 4 stimulating 

r * ■ • / V 

environment in the primary grades--will nicely accommodate the growing 
body of knowledge about the child 1 s understanding of both the content 
and form of. the concept of !! wordnes$ * !f / 
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